Abstract
Introduction
A model of "what goes on" at the teacher-learner interface is needed to inform the analysis, design, and implementation of e-learning. A good model helps the subject matter expert to structure the material, the learning analyst to design appropriate interactions, the tool-maker to provide useful toolkit support, and the programmer to develop pedagogically sound units of learning. The lack of a good model holds back the promise of e-learning while we puzzle over the failures of myriad initiatives to deliver re-usable material that ordinary teachers would choose to deploy.
Part of the intention of this model is to explicate the inadequacies of the transmission model of teaching as so easily implemented in technologically-based learning environments, and to show where and how a full and rich learning experience might be provided instead.
A learning transaction
There is a wide choice of theories of learning and associated learning models. From the point of view of the application of technology to teaching, it is useful to start with Laurillard's [1] "conversational framework". The details of Laurillard's model, particularly of student reflection and adaptation, make it less useful as an e-learning model.
An abstraction of the "conversational framework", exploiting Merrill's work on instructional design [2, 3] while retaining the "conversations", yields the "learning transaction", a structured set of "conversations" between teacher and learner, encapsulated by a specified purpose, shown as Telling is the typical delivery mode of the classic lecture, comprising information transmission. Showing is an elaboration of information transmission, usually by the provision of examples, often called a demonstration in applied fields of study.
Asking is a request from the teacher for some activity on the part of the learner. Typically this comprises a question to the learner. The "ask" conversation can be usefully divided into three kinds: ask to remember or recall information; ask to use or apply what has been taught; and ask to create, discover, or find something new.
Responding is the reply of the learner, having been asked. Feedback is the information given by the teacher following the learner's response. Effective feedback is thought to be contingent, specific and immediate.
Every learning transaction is contexualised by its purpose. This makes explicit the notion that any transaction without an articulated purpose is inadequately specified, and highlights the problems of re-purposing well-specified transactions.
The specification of purpose also allows the constituent conversations to be checked for conformance, consistency, and coherence.
For e-learning, teaching objectives [3, 4] may provide the necessary purpose, and these objectives or intentions could be conveniently aligned to the ask conversational type. For example, the learner should be able to: remember or recall information; use or apply what they have been taught; or create, discover, or find something new.
Value of the model
By using the model, teachers, designers, and developers of e-learning materials are usefully focused upon providing effective transactions for learning rather than simple information transmission. In addition to the common "what" of the information to be learned, the model suggests that examples and other elaborations can be offered, that questions should be asked, and that feedback needs to be given.
The model helps designers and developers of elearning standards, support tools, and environments to focus upon making provision for the various conversations of an effective learning transaction: the examples and other elaborations to be offered, the questions to be asked, the responses to be accommodated, the feedback to be given, and the overall purpose of the transaction, as well as the simple task of providing for the information to be learned.
The model provides a convenient structure for developing a full-scope support environment that ties the "telling" of particular subject matter content to "showing" elaborations and to "askings" or questions to put to the learner.
For example, Merrill's Component Display Theory [3] suggests that, to learn the application of a principle, the learning transaction should involve a presentation of the definition of the principle (tell the definition), show how the principle applies in a variety of situations (show the explanation), and ask the learner to apply the causeeffect relationships in a new situation (ask for a prediction).
In making purpose an explicit component of a learning transaction, the model gives pause to the simplistic re-use and re-purposing of transactions that might be found in existing materials, perhaps embedded in learning objects. The model emphasises the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of simply transplanting learning transactions from one context and for a given purpose to another context for a different purpose.
Concluding comments
A difficulty faced in the application of any model of learning to the e-learning situation is the relative lack of research evidence for the application of such models, as distinct from their grounding in everyday teaching practice [5] . The model of a learning transaction presented in this paper has no particular claim over any other model. Grounded in the practical application of instructional design [1, 3, 4] it simply offers a useful model to the e-learning designer and developer. Its strength is that it makes explicit the structure and content of a learning transaction in a way that is particularly convenient for implementation using current information technology. It affords the technologist an entry into learning materials design that is relatively neutral and theoretically agnostic, while retaining the capability of supporting the modelling of the complete range of pedagogic approaches.
